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An Overview of Mozambique’s 
Mine-free District Process 
by Antonio Belchior Vaz Martíns [ National Demining Institute of Mozambique ]  
and Hans Risser [ United Nations Development Programme, Mozambique ]
In the 1990s, Mozambique ranked among countries such as Afghanistan, Angola, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, and Iraq as one of the most mine- 
contaminated countries in the world. At the time, experts es-
timated that clearing all landmines in Mozambique would 
take 50 to 100 years. Landmines were widely used by all sides 
during the conflicts that ravaged Mozambique from the mid-
1960s until 1992. These nuisance minefields usually consisted 
of small numbers of mines in seemingly random or undefined 
areas mostly around paths, wells and rural infrastructure. 
Large-pattern minefields tended to be the exception rather than 
the norm in Mozambique. Given the widespread use of land-
mines and poorly defined minefields, how did the government 
and international partners identify and clear all mined areas 
in accordance with the country’s obligations under the Anti- 
personnel Mine Ban Convention (APMBC)?
Article 5 Obligations
Article 5 of the APMBC states that “each State Party shall 
make every effort to identify all areas under its jurisdiction or 
control in which anti-personnel mines are known or suspect-
ed to be emplaced” and “to destroy or ensure the destruction 
of all anti-personnel mines in mined areas under its jurisdic-
tion or control, as soon as possible.”1 However, as with most 
laws, this text has been interpreted in several ways, leading 
some to believe the aim of the APMBC was to achieve a mine-
free, mine-impact free or mine-safe status. Yet, none of these 
previous terms actually appear in the text of the convention. 
Seeking to clarify the interpretation of Article 5’s intent, the 
state parties to the convention agreed that “the Convention 
does not contain language that would require each State Party 
to search every square meter of its territory to find mines.”2 
However, Article 5 does require that state parties make every 
effort to identify all mined areas under their jurisdiction or 
control, and clear those areas without delay.
In a country such as Mozambique, where mine contam-
ination was widespread and not in well-defined areas, what 
qualifies as every effort required to identify all known areas? 
The process of identifying all known confirmed and suspect-
ed hazard areas (SHAs) requires transparency and account-
ability to ensure that a reasonable effort is made to identify all 
areas, without aiming to clear every square meter of territory. 
In Mozambique’s case, the answer to this dilemma and the 
question of how much effort is enough became known as the 
Mine-free District (MFD) Process.
Mine-free District Process
From 1993 to 2007, The HALO Trust was the lead agen-
cy responsible for demining the four northern provinces 
of Mozambique (i.e. Cabo Delgado, Niassa, Numpula and 
Zambezia). As HALO approached the end of its task list in 
2004, it developed a district-wide survey concept, creating the 
necessary conditions for an end state and documentation as 
evidence that no further known mined areas existed in the 
districts within the four northern provinces. HALO called 
this district-wide assessment the Mine Impact Free District 
(MIFD) Survey, a comprehensive survey designed to be imple-
mented toward the end of a demining operator’s engagement 
in a country or geographical area.3 
The MIFD survey required survey teams to visit every 
community within the northern provinces to interview a 
cross section of the people who lived there and determine if 
they knew of any remaining mines or other explosive rem-
nants of war (ERW) threats. Any SHAs identified by the 
“... what qualifies as every effort 
required to identify all known areas? “
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communities required further technical survey and possibly 
clearance if the presence of mines or unexploded ordnance 
(UXO) was confirmed. In each district, at both the beginning 
and end of the process, district authorities were briefed on the 
findings. As a final step in the process, each community lead-
er and district official accompanying the HALO teams signed 
a report to acknowledge that as far as they were aware there 
were no more known mined areas in their respective districts 
or communities. All reports were carefully archived in both 
hard and soft formats. The results of the MIFD surveys were 
shared with the National Demining Institute (NDI) for their 
consideration and liaison with other governmental bodies.4 
According to the report submitted to the NDI, the MIFD sur-
vey teams visited 6,395 communities and interviewed 401,007 
people in the four northern provinces. Through the MIFD 
survey, 74 previously unknown SHAs were identified. HALO 
conducted technical survey and clearance in these 74 areas 
discovering and destroying a further 176 mines.5 
NDI recognized the MIFD survey concept as a useful means 
for operators to exert a reasonable amount of effort to identify 
all possible hazardous areas in a district. However, while the 
HALO Trust’s MIFD survey standard operating procedures 
(SOPs) became the SOPs outlining the responsibilities of the 
humanitarian demining operators in the process, NDI recog-
nized that the local government, district government and pro-
vincial governments also needed to be formally brought into 
the process to ensure that the approach could become more 
accountable and comprehensive.
The MFD Process adopted by the government became an 
integral part of its National Mine Action Plan and the dis-
trict-by-district approach that the government used to ensure 
all known SHAs in a district were completed before operators 
moved on to another district or area of operations. The gov-
ernment defined the term ‘mine free’ as the absence of any 
known mined areas or SHAs. In Mozambique, the term ‘mine 
free’ therefore does not rule out the possibility of unknown 
Local community leaders in Mozambique participate in a Mine Free District Survey.
Photo courtesy of Antonio Belchior Vaz Martíns, NDI.
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areas or even unknown landmines or other ERW.6 The MFD 
Process became a means to ensure the implementation of 
Article 5 obligations in Mozambique while recognizing the 
need to improve the visibility, transparency and recording of 
demining results in the country.
Implementation of the Mine-free  
District Process
Given this framework, the government established six 
main objectives for the MFD Process:
• First, ensure the beneficiary communities and the gov-
ernment structures at provincial and subordinate district 
levels were satisfied and confident in the demining op-
erators’ work due to the communities’ and governments’ 
direct involvement in the process of evaluating and vali-
dating the survey and clearance operations’ results.
• Second, through the MFD Process, the government 
hoped to eliminate any SHAs in the districts where 
clearance operations were completed or nearing 
completion.
• Third, the MFD Process aimed to formalize the official 
process for delivering completion reports on demined 
areas to the government structures at the provincial, 
district and local community levels.
• Fourth, by formally declaring completed districts mine 
free, the government promoted investment and imple-
mentation of socioeconomic development projects.
• Fifth, by taking a district-by-district approach, the 
government focused on demining efforts in districts 
still facing problems with landmines and other ERW 
while clearly defining those districts where the prob-
lem was resolved.
• Sixth, the government also aimed to establish sustain-
able mechanisms, in addition to NDI, for monitoring 
the national mine action program at the provincial, dis-
trict and local community levels.
The MFD Process consisted of four primary steps:
• First, complete demining operations in all con-
firmed hazardous areas (CHA) and SHAs at the dis-
trict level, and formally hand over those same areas 
to local communities for development and socio- 
economic activities.
• Second, evaluate all affected communities at the dis-
trict level to confirm the community’s level of satisfac-
tion with the results of demining operations, including 
confirming and documenting that, to the best of their 
knowledge, no additional SHAs remain in their local 
communities.
• Third, ensure the provincial government receives all 
necessary information on those districts within the 
province that qualified as mine free. 
• Finally, hold an official handover ceremony in which 
the demining-operation completion reports, maps and 
other pertinent data on all demining in the districts are 
given to the governmental authorities of the mine-free 
classified districts.
The primary tools utilized in the MFD Process include 
NDI’s guidelines for the classification of mine-free districts; 
demining reports—i.e., survey, area reduction, demining 
completion and quality-assurance (QA) reports—NDI’s pro-
cedures and SOPs for QA in Mozambique; the complete list of 
all administrative divisions in Mozambique; as well as the na-
tional mine action standards.
In order to implement the MFD Process, roles and respon-
sibilities were defined for four main actors or groups of actors 
at various administrative levels: 
• NDI and its QA teams represented the national authority. 
• The demining organizations were the primary imple-
menters at local and district levels. 
• The local government represented by the community 
authorities, town or settlement leaders; local police 
commanders; and the heads of local administrative 
posts were the primary beneficiary groups at the lo-
cal level. 
• Government administrators represented the provincial 
and district levels. 
The various actors’ responsibilities and actions are out-
lined here:
NDI and QA teams
• Coordinated, monitored and supervised the MFD 
Process and classification of districts as mine free.
• Validated the results of the demining operations and 
assured handover of demined areas to communities 
“The government of Moz ambique is under no illusions  
that a residual risk remains of finding previously  
unknown ERW or even landmines...”
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and government structures at the district level to initi-
ate socioeconomic activities.
• Provided information to the provincial govern-
ments on the districts that can be formally classi-
fied as mine free.
• Produced a final report on the conclusion of all demin-
ing operations in the districts classified as mine free.
• Coordinated and organized public ceremonies mark-
ing the official delivery of all demining completion 
reports to the government structures of the districts 
classified as mine free.
The humanitarian demining operators
• Conducted demining operations on all assigned areas 
at the district level and ensured that survey teams vis-
ited all communities (including formal and informal 
settlements). The demining operator’s survey teams in-
terviewed the local communities to determine and re-
cord the presence or absence of any suspected areas in 
their vicinity.
• Provided all reports on demining operations conducted 
in the districts to NDI, thus reinforcing what national 
mine action standards already require.
• Supported and participated jointly with NDI QA teams in 
the formal handover of all cleared areas to the local com-
munities and government structures at the district level.






















































































































































































































































































Yellow: District without landmine contamination
Red: District with landmine contamination
All maps courtesy of IMSMA/CISR.
Mozambique, 2010
Green: District free of mines
Yellow: District in final phase of demining activity
Red: District with hazardous areas to be cleared following year
Moz ambique’s Mine-free District Process
2008 20 10
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Green: District free of mines
Yellow: District in final phase of demining activity
Red: District with hazardous area to be cleared following year
Mozambique, January 2015 
Green: District free of mines
Yellow: District nearing completion
20 12 20 15
NDI of all completion reports for demining operations 
in the district to government authorities in districts 
classified as mine free.
The local community authorities, district governments and 
provincial government through its appointed representatives
• Supported data collection on CHAs and SHAs in their 
respective areas.
• Participated in the evaluation and validation of demining 
operations conducted by NDI and demining operators.
• Shared responsibility for ensuring that communities in 
the districts classified as mine free were satisfied with 
the results of the demining operations.
• Supported NDI and demining operators in organizing 
the official ceremonies for the handover of demining 
completion reports to the government structures of the 
mine-free districts.
• Archived and filed (for public and other local govern-
ment institutions to consult in the future) all of the 
comprehensive conclusion report of demining opera-
tions in the district prepared by NDI, and the comple-
tion reports from all demining operators in the district.
• Shared information on the results and impact of dem-
ining operations in their respective areas among gov-
ernment structures and development and cooperation 
partners, as well as other relevant authorities at national 
and international levels.
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Benefits and Results of the MFD Process  
in Mozambique
Implementation of the MFD Process in Mozambique re-
sulted in clear advantages and benefits to the overall nation-
al mine action program in Mozambique. The process allowed 
better management of the overall mine-contamination prob-
lem in Mozambique with progress tracked clearly in the status 
of each individual district. In the absence of written infor-
mation from former combatants, documentary evidence or 
military maps with data on mine contamination, the local 
communities became the most reliable source for information 
on mine contamination. Moreover, many former combatants 
with relevant information on mine contamination could be 
found and interviewed in the local communities. Thus, the in-
teraction and survey process of all local communities within 
a district provided a means for the government and national 
mine action program to exert all reasonable effort to identify 
and clear all known mined areas in a manner meeting the ob-
ligations of the APMBC’s Article 5. Another clear advantage 
of the MFD Process was the documentation generated with 
formal signatures required from NDI QA teams, local com-
munity leaders, police commanders and demining operators. 
The paper trail generated by the process allows for a trans-
parent and accountable manner of ensuring that all known 
mined areas in each district were identified and cleared, re-
moving the need to search every square meter of its territory.
While the process itself may be misunderstood due to its 
use of the term mine free, the government clearly defined 
the term in its national context: A mine-free district no lon-
ger contains any known CHAs or SHAs, and is supported by 
An NDI QA officer checks coordinates of a survey report for a 
suspected hazardous area.
Photo courtesy of Antonio Belchior Vaz Martíns, NDI.
documentation with signatures from each community in the 
district that they are satisfied with the results. The govern-
ment of Mozambique is under no illusions that a residual risk 
remains of finding previously unknown ERW or even land-
mines, and is taking appropriate action to prepare a sustain-
able national capacity for such an eventuality. The ultimate 
success of the process is Mozambique’s formal declaration in 
2015 of compliance with Article 5 of the APMBC. Hopefully 
mine-affected states in similar situations will find these les-
sons learned from Mozambique useful. 
See endnotes page 67
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